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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR
FACILITATING ELECTRONIC COMMERCE
THROUGH PROVIDING CROSS-BENEFITS
DURING A TRANSACTION

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELAT
APPLICATIONS

gs
w

The present application 1s a continuation of U.S. patent
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“METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR FACILITATING
ELECTRONIC COMMERCE THROUGH PROVIDING
CROSS-BENEFITS DURING A TRANSACTION” and
1ssued as U.S. Pat. No. 8,234,164 on Jul. 31, 2012, whichi1s a
continuation of U.S. patent application Ser. No. 11/423,481
filed Jun. 12, 2006 and 1ssued as U.S. Pat. No. 7,827,056 on
Nov. 2, 2010, which 1s a continuation of U.S. patent applica-
tion Ser. No. 09/219,267 filed Dec. 23, 1998 and 1ssued as
U.S. Pat. No. 7,831,470 on Nov. 9, 2010.
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as U.S. Pat. No. 6,085,169 on Jul. 4, 2000 entitled “CONDI-
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Each of the above-referenced applications 1s incorporated
by reference herein 1n 1ts entirety.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to methods and apparatus for
facilitating electronic commerce.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Electronic commerce 1s becoming more accepted as grow-
ing numbers of customers {ind shopping via the World Wide
Web more appealing. However, electronic commerce suffers
many problems that have plagued conventional commerce.
For example, there 1s a great deal of competition among
merchants to attract and retain customers that actually make
purchases. Price competition 1s even stronger on the Internet,
where customers can more readily “shop around” and deter-
mine the prices offered by various merchants.

Even when a customer has browsed a merchant’s inven-

tory, he may not make a purchase 1f an 1tem’s price 1s greater
than the customer 1s willing to pay. One way to increase
customer willingness to purchase, via the World Wide Web or
otherwise, 1s to provide discounts on items purchased. Unfor-
tunatelyj merchants must use discounts sparingly, since
reducing purchase prices likewise reduces profits and the
reduced profits may not be offset by increased sales.
It 1s known for a merchant to offer promotions to provide an
incentive for customers to make purchases. For example, a
merchant may offer a “buy one get one free” promotion
whereby a purchase of an 1tem yields the benefit of an addi-
tional 1tem at no cost. Sumilarly, a merchant may provide a
discount on a purchase in exchange for signing up for a credit
card account provided by the merchant.

It 1s known to provide a promotion among more than one
merchant. For example, a first merchant may advertise that it
a product 1s purchased, a second product may be purchased
from or given away by a second merchant.

It 1s also known for a promotion to be provided at the point
of sale. For example, a web site of a merchant may provide a
“banner advertisement” that allows a customer to go to
another site to make a second purchase.

It would be advantageous to facilitate further electronic
commerce 1n a manner that maintained an acceptable level of
profits for merchants yet increased a customer’s willingness
to make purchases.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

It 1s an object of the present mvention to facilitate elec-
tronic commerce.

In accordance with the present invention, a merchant server
of a first merchant receives an indication of items that a
customer 1s to purchase via a web site. The indication may be,
for example, a signal indicating that the customer 1s ready to
“check out” his shopping cart of items on the web site. In
response, the merchant server provides an offer for a benefit
from a second merchant, which may be referred to as a cross-
benelit. The offer 1s provided before the 1tems are purchased,
and thus the offer 1s not provided unless and until the cus-
tomer has manifested an intent to make a purchase from the
first merchant. A response to the offer is received from the
customer. If the response 1indicates acceptance of the offer,
then the benefit 1s applied to the items purchased. For
example, the total price paid for the 1tems may be reduced, or
the items may even be provided to the customer without
charge.
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In exchange, the customer agrees to participate 1n a trans-
action with the second merchant. For example, the customer
may be required to switch service providers (e.g. long dis-
tance telephone service) or initiate a new service agreement
(e.g. sign up for a credit card account). In one embodiment, >
the customer’s agreement may be secured, such that a penalty
1s assessed against the customer if he does not participate 1n
the transaction as he agreed to.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 10

FIG. 1 1s a schematic 1llustration of an apparatus for facili-
tating electronic commerce.
FIG. 2 1s a schematic 1llustration of a merchant server of the

apparatus of FIG. 1.

FIG. 3 1s a representation of a customer database of the
merchant server of FIG. 2.

FI1G. 4 1s a representation of an 1tem database of the mer-
chant server of FIG. 2. 20
FIG. 5 1s a representation of a transaction database of the

merchant server of FIG. 2.

FIG. 6 1s a representation of a subsidizer database of the
merchant server of FIG. 2.

FI1G. 7 1s a representation of an offer rules database of the 25
merchant server of FIG. 2.

FIG. 8 1s a representation of an offers database of the
merchant server of FIG. 2.

FI1G. 9 15 a representation of a record of an offer summary
database of the merchant server of FIG. 2. 30
FIG. 10 1s a flow chart illustrating an embodiment of a
method for providing an offer for a benefit to a customer that

1s to purchase 1tems from a merchant.

FI1G. 11 1s an exemplary web page.

FI1G. 12 1s another exemplary web page. 35

FIGS. 13A and 13B are a flow chart illustrating another
embodiment of a method for providing an offer for a benefit
to a customer that 1s to purchase 1tems from a merchant.

FIGS. 14A and 14B are a flow chart i1llustrating another
embodiment of a method for providing an offer for a benefit 40
to a customer that 1s to purchase 1tems from a merchant.

FI1G. 15 15 a flow chart 1llustrating another embodiment of
a method for providing an offer for a benefit to a customer that
1s to purchase 1tems from a merchant.

FI1G. 16 1s a flow chart 1llustrating another embodiment of 45
a method for providing an offer for a benefit to a customer that
1s to purchase 1tems from a merchant.

15

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS 50

Applicants have recognized that the acquisition budgets of
various service providers may be advantageously used to
facilitate electronic commerce. A customer that 1s purchasing
items from a first merchant may be paid by a second mer- 55
chant, so that the customer pays a reduced price, or nothing at
all, for his desired items. In exchange, the customer signs up
or agrees to sign up for a service that 1s provided by the second
merchant. Since many service providers are willing to pay
significant amounts of money (e.g. often $50 to $200) to 60
acquire a new customer, the ability to acquire a customer by
essentially “intervening” 1n a sale between others can benefit
all parties involved. The customer 1s benetited by the reduced
price of his items, the first merchant 1s benefited by the
increased sales that such an arrangement would bring, and the 65
second merchant 1s benefited by the acquisition of a new
custometr.

4

Furthermore, by presenting offers for such ““cross-subsi-
dies” only after a customer 1s ready to buy items, the merchant
may reduce the chance that customers will merely “bargain
shop”, rather than make purchases.

In addition, a number of benefits may be offered besides
reduced prices. For example, the first merchant may alterna-
tively provide the customer with an upsell (e.g. a product
upgrade for no additional cost).

Referring to FIG. 1, an apparatus 100 includes a merchant
server 110 that 1s in commumnication with a customer terminal
120 and with subsidizing merchant servers 130, 140 and 150.
The merchant server 110 may communicate with the cus-
tomer terminal 120 and subsidizing merchant servers 130,
140 and 150 via an appropriate network such as the Internet.
Each of the customer terminal 120 and with subsidizing mer-
chant servers 130, 140 and 150 may comprise computers,
such as those based on the Intel® Pentium® microprocessor,
that are adapted to communicate via the Internet (e.g. via a
modem). Any number of subsidizing merchant servers and
customer terminals may be 1n communication with the mer-
chant server 110.

The merchant server 110 may be a “web server” of a
merchant. The merchant server 110 can generate a web page
that may be accessed via the World Wide Web and allow
purchases from the merchant to be made 1n a manner known
in the art. A customer terminal may appropnately access the
web page to communicate with the merchant server 110 1n a
manner that 1s also known to those skilled 1n the art.

Referring to FIG. 2, the merchant server 110 comprises a
processor 200, such as the Intel® Pentium® microprocessor.
The processor 200 1s in communication with a data storage
device 210, such as an appropriate combination ol magnetic,
optical and/or semiconductor memory. For example, the data
storage device 210 may comprise one or more of a ROM,
RAM and hard disk. The processor 200 and the data storage
device 210 may each be (1) located entirely within a single
computer or other computing device; (11) connected to each
other by a remote communication medium, such as a serial
port cable, telephone line or radio frequency transceiver; or
(111) a combination thereof. In one embodiment, the merchant
server 110 may comprise one or more computers that are
connected to a remote server computer for maintaining data-
bases.

The data storage device 210 stores a program 220 for
controlling the processor 200. The processor 200 performs
instructions of the program 220, and thereby operates 1n
accordance with the present ivention, and particularly 1n
accordance with the methods described 1n detail herein. The
program 220 furthermore includes program elements that
may be necessary, such as an operating system and “device
drivers” for allowing the processor 200 to interface with
computer peripheral devices. Appropriate device drivers and
other necessary program elements are known to those skilled
in the art, and need not be described in detail herein.

The storage device 210 also stores (1) a customer database
230, (1) a 1item database 240, (111) a transaction database 250,
(1v) a subsidizer database 260, (v) an offer rules database 270,
(v1) an offers database 280 and (vi1) an offer summary data-
base 290. The databases 230, 240, 250, 260, 270, 280 and 290
are described 1n detail below and depicted with exemplary
entries 1n the accompanying figures. As will be understood by
those skilled in the art, the schematic 1llustrations and accom-
panying descriptions of the databases presented herein are
exemplary arrangements for stored representations of infor-
mation. A number of other arrangements may be employed
besides those suggested by the tables shown. Similarly, the
illustrated entries of the databases represent exemplary infor-
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mation, and those skilled 1n the art will understand that the
number and content of the entries can be different from those
illustrated herein.

Referring to FIG. 3, a table 300 represents an embodiment
of the customer database 230 (FIG. 2). The table 300 includes
entries 302, 304, 306 and 308, cach defining a customer that
may purchase items via the merchant server 110 (FIG. 1).
Those skilled 1n the art will understand that the table 300 may
include any number of entries. The table 300 also defines
fields for each of the entries 302, 304, 306 and 308. The fields
specily (1) a customer 1dentifier 320 that uniquely 1dentifies
the customer, (11) a name 322 of the customer, (111) a billing
address 324 of the customer, (1v) credit card information 326
which may be used to render payment in purchasing the
items, and (v) an electronic mail (“email”) address 328 for
communication with the customer.

Referring to FI1G. 4, a table 400 represents an embodiment
of the i1tem database 240 (FIG. 2). The table 400 includes
entries 402 and 404, each defining an 1tem sold via the mer-
chant server 110 (FIG. 1). Those skilled in the art will under-
stand that the table 400 may include any number of entries.
The table 400 also defines fields for each of the entries 402
and 404. The fields specity (1) a item identifier 420 that
uniquely 1dentifies the item, (1) an 1tem description 422, (111)
an 1item price 424 for which the item 1s typically sold, and (1v)
an availability 426 of the item which may be based on an
inventory level of the item.

Referring to FIG. 5, a table 500 represents an embodiment
of the transaction database 250 (FIG. 2). The table 500
includes entries 502, 504 and 506, each defining a transaction
with the merchant server 110 (FIG. 1). Typically, the trans-
action includes a purchase of items by a customer. Those
skilled 1n the art will understand that the table 500 may
include any number of entries. The table 500 also defines
fields for each of the entries 502, 504 and 506. The fields
specily (1) a transaction 1dentifier 520 that umiquely 1dentifies
the transaction, (11) a time 522 of the transaction, (111) the
items ordered 524, (iv) credit card information 526 that may
define a credit card account that was charged to pay for the
items purchased, (v) an amount charged 528 for the items, (v1)
a delivery address 530 for the items, and (vi1) a customer
identifier 532 (if any) that identifies the customer that made
the purchase.

Referring to FIG. 6, a table 600 represents an embodiment
of the subsidizer database 260 (FIG. 2). The table 600
includes entries 602, 604 and 606, cach defining a party (e.g.
another merchant) that may subsidize purchases made via the
merchant server 110 (FIG. 1). Those skilled 1n the art wall
understand that the table 600 may include any number of
entries. The table 600 also defines fields for each of the entries
602, 604 and 606. The fields specity (1) a subsidizing party
identifier 620 that umiquely identifies the subsidizing party,
(11) a name 622 of the subsidizing party, (111) an account 624
used to pay for the subsidies, and (1v) an amount owed 626 by
the subsidizing party to the merchant.

Referring to FIG. 7, a table 700 represents an embodiment

of the offer rules database 270 (FIG. 2). The table 700
includes entries 702, 704, 706, 708 and 710, each defining an
offer rule. When an offer rule 1s satisfied during a transaction,
the merchant provides an offer for a specified benefit, such as
a subsidy. Those skilled in the art will understand that the
table 700 may 1nclude any number of entries. The table 700
also defines fields for each of the entries 702, 704, 706, 708
and 710. The fields specity (1) an offer rule identifier 720 that
uniquely 1dentifies the offer rule, (11) a subsidizing party iden-
tifier 722 that uniquely 1dentifies the subsidizing party, (111) a
subsidy amount 724, (1v) when the offer rule 1s effective (i.e.
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when the offer rule 1s satisfied), and (v) an additional trans-
action 728 that 1s required of the customer 1n exchange for the
subsidy. As described below, several types of transactions,
such as additional purchases or initiating service agreements,
may be required of the customer.

Referring to FIG. 8, a table 800 represents an embodiment
of the offers database 280 (FIG. 2). The table 800 1ncludes

entries 802, 804, 806, 808 and 810, cach defining an oifer for
a subsidy. The offer was provided to a customer during a
transaction of the customer with the merchant. Those skilled
in the art will understand that the table 800 may include any
number of entries. The table 800 also defines fields for each of
the entrles 802, 804, 806, 808 and 810. The fields specity (1)
an offer identifier 820 that uniquely 1dentifies the offer, (11) a
transaction identifier 822 that uniquely 1dentifies the transac-
tion during which the offer was provided, (111) a subsidizing
party identifier 824 that uniquely 1dentifies the subsidizing
party, (1v) an 1identifier of an offer rule 826 that was satisiied
during the transaction, (v) a subsidy amount 828, (vi1) a total
price 830 that the customer would have to pay without the
subsidy, (vi1) a total price 832 that the customer would have to
pay with the subsidy, and (vii1) whether the offer was
accepted 834. As described above with reference to FIG. 7,
offer rules define specific subsidies. Thus, the identifier of an
offer rule stored 1n field 826 may be used to determine a
corresponding subsidy amount.

Referring to FIG. 9, a table 900 represents a record of an
embodiment of the offer summary database 290 (FI1G. 2). The
offer summary database 290 typically includes a plurality of
records, each defining a summary of offers for subsidies that
have been provided on behalf of a subsidizing party. The table
900 1ncludes a subsidizing party identifier 902 that umquely
identifies the subsidizing party, a total number of oflers pro-
vided 904 on behalf of the subsidizing party, a total number of
those offers that were accepted 906, and a total amount 908 of
the subsidies due 1n connection with accepted olffers.

The table 900 also includes entries 910 and 912, each
defining offers provided due to satistaction of an offer rule of
the subsidizing party. Those skilled in the art will understand
that the table 900 may include any number of entries. The
table 900 also defines fields for each of the entries 910 and
912. The fields specity (1) an offer rule identifier 920 that
umquely 1dentifies the offer rule, (11) a number 922 of offers
provided due to the offer rule, (111) a number 924 of these
offers that were accepted, (1v) an amount 926 of the subsidies
due 1n connection with these accepted offers.

Referring to FIG. 10, a flow chart 1000 illustrates an
embodiment of a method for providing an offer for a benefit
to a customer that 1s to purchase items from a merchant. In one
embodiment, the 1llustrated method 1s performed by the mer-
chant server 110 after the customer has accessed a web page
generated and/or controlled by the merchant server 110.

The merchant server 110 receives an indication that the
customer 1s to purchase items from the web site of the mer-
chant (step 1002). For example, alter a customer accesses the
web site, the customer may select one or more 1tems to pur-
chase, and “click” a button that indicates that the customer
desires to purchase the selected items. The act of clicking
could generate a signal that the merchant server 110 interprets
as an indication that the customer 1s to purchase the selected
items. In another embodiment, the act of accessing the web
site could generate a signal that the merchant server 110
interprets as an indication that the customer 1s to purchase the
selected 1tems. Those skilled in the art will understand still
other types of appropriate indications.

Betfore the customer purchases the items, the merchant
server 110 provides the customer with an offer for a subsidy
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(step 1004). For example, the web page may display text
describing the subsidy. In one embodiment, the web page may
be dynamically modified to include a button that, when
clicked, indicates acceptance of an offer for a subsidy. Alter-
natively, the offer may be transmitted to the customer via
email or other means.

A response to the offer 1s recerved from the customer (step
1006). For example, the customer may click a button on the
web page or click on a hyperlink on the web page. If 1t 1s
determined that the offer 1s not accepted (step 1008), then the
transaction 1s processed conventionally (step 1010). For
example, the items are purchased for the conventional total
price, and a credit card account of the customer 1s charged
approprately.

If 1t 1s determined that the offer 1s accepted (step 1008),
then the subsidy 1s applied to the items (step 1012) and the
items are sold to the customer with the benefit of the subsidy
(step 1014).

Referring to FIG. 11, an exemplary web page 1100 1llus-
trates a possible means for providing an offer for a benefit and
receiving an acceptance ol the offer. The web page 1100
illustrates an embodiment 1n which the merchant sells books
via the World Wide Web. A book that the customer 1s ready to
purchase 1s indicated by text 1102, and a quantity of that book
(one book in FIG. 11) 1s indicated by text 1104. A price of the
books 1s indicated by text 1106, and similarly a total price
(e.g. the sum of item prices and any other prices ) due from the
customer 1s indicated by text 1108.

A button 1110 1s clicked by the customer 11 the customer
desires to purchase the specified 1tems and thereby consum-
mate the purchase. Upon clicking the button 1110, the 1tems
may be immediately deemed as having been purchased by the
customer. A button 1112 1s clicked by the customer if the
customer desires to accept an offer for a subsidy. Alterna-
tively, actuating the button 1112 may indicate that the cus-
tomer 1s 1nterested 1n further information regarding an offer
for a subsidy, and the customer may subsequently indicate
whether he accepts the offer.

Referring to FIG. 12, a second exemplary web page 1200
allows the customer to provide customer information via a
form having fields 1202 that receive entered text. The cus-
tomer information 1s used 1n applying for a credit card
account with a credit card 1ssuer. In one embodiment, the web
page 1200 may be displayed after the customer clicks the
button 1110 of FIG. 11. Information that 1s entered via the
web page 1200 may be transmitted to the merchant server 110
upon actuation of a button 1204. Actuation of the button 1204
may furthermore indicate acceptance of the offer for the
subsidy. For example, actuation of the button 1204 may 1ndi-
cate a willingness to apply for a credit card account, or that the
customer has applied for the credit card account. Conversely,
actuation of the button 1206 may indicate rejection of the
offer for the subsidy.

Referring to FIGS. 13A and 13B, a flow chart 1300 1llus-
trates another embodiment of a method for providing an offer
for a benefit to a customer that 1s to purchase i1tems from a
merchant. The merchant server 110 receives an indication
that the customer 1s ready to purchase items from the web site
of a first merchant (step 1302). A customer may indicate his
readiness to purchase by, for example, selecting items to
purchase and actuating a specific button that consummates
the purchase of the 1tems. Belore the customer purchases the
items, the merchant server 110 provides the customer with an
offer for a subsidy from a second merchant (step 1304).
Subsequently, a response from the customer 1s recerved (step

1306).
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I1 1t 1s determined that the offer 1s not accepted (step 1308),
then the transaction 1s processed conventionally (step 1310).
If however it 1s determined that the offer 1s accepted (step
1308), then customer information 1s received (step 1312).
Such customer information may be used i providing or
facilitating an additional transaction that 1s required of the
customer 1n exchange for the subsidy. In one embodiment
described 1n further detail below, 1n exchange for the subsidy
the customer agrees to initiate a new service agreement, so
that a service 1s provided by the second merchant. Accord-
ingly, the customer information may comprise an indication
ol a service that 1s provided to the customer (e.g. whether the
customer has cable television service), or a service provider
that provides a service to the customer (e.g. which company
provides cable television service to the customer). The addi-
tional transaction may occur aiter a significant amount of
time has elapsed. Accordingly, 1n one embodiment there 1s a
means for determining 11 the future action has occurred.

Furthermore, a penalty may be assessed against the cus-
tomer if the customer does not perform the required addi-
tional transaction. For example, the subsidy to the customer
may be canceled and the transaction may then be processed
conventionally. Alternatively, a penalty fee may be charged to
the customer.

Similarly, a penalty could be assessed 1f another imposed
condition 1s violated. For example, a penalty could be
assessed 1f the items are purchased and then returned. Accord-
ingly, 1n such an embodiment a returnable purchase 1s made a
non-returnable purchase 1n exchange for the subsidy or other
benefit.

The customer information may be recerved from the cus-
tomer. In one embodiment, the merchant server 110 can
request that the customer provide customer information. For
example, the merchant server 110 may transmit a form (e.g.
via the web site) including questions to be answered. In
response, the merchant server would receive answers to the
questions, and these answers would constitute the customer
information from the customer.

In another embodiment, the customer information may be
received from a party other than the customer. For example,
information regarding the customer may be recetved from a
third-party database (e.g. a list of addresses to provide a
location of the customer). Alternatively, customer 1informa-
tion may be recerved from an ISP (Internet Service Provider),

which can provide information such as an Internet address of
the customer.

In still another embodiment, the customer information may
be received via a “cookie” stored on the customer terminal
120 (FIG. 1). Those skilled in the art will understand that a
great variety of data may be stored in such cookies, and
information may be stored in the cookie mnresponse to various
events such as the web sites that are visited by the customer.

The merchant server 110 may verily whether the customer
information 1s accurate (step 1314). For example, 11 the infor-
mation 1s provided by the customer, 1t can be advantageous to
assure that the customer information 1s not false. To provide a
further incentive for the customer to provide accurate cus-
tomer information, a penalty may be assessed against the
customer 1f the customer information i1s not accurate. For
example, 11 1t 15 determined that the customer information 1s
not accurate (step 1316), the subsidy to the customer may be
canceled and the transaction 1s processed conventionally
(step 1310). Alternatively, a penalty fee may be charged to the
customer 11 1t 1s determined that the customer information 1s
not accurate. In such an embodiment, 1t may be further advan-
tageous to verily the customer mformation before the pur-
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chase 1s consummated. Thus, the threat that the subsidy will
not be forthcoming can give the customer an incentive to
provide accurate information.

If 1t 15 determined that the customer information 1s accurate
(step 1316), then the merchant server 110 determines the
amount of the subsidy (step 1318). The subsidy amount 1s

typically stored 1n the offer rules database 270 (FI1G. 2). The
subsidy amount may be, for example, a predetermined

amount or a predetermined percentage (e.g. a predetermined
percentage of the total price). The subsidy amount may also
be limited, such that the price charged cannot be lower than
zero. For example, a subsidy amount may be “up to $100 off,
but no more than the total price”.

The subsidy amount 1s subtracted from the total price of the
items (step 1320) and the items are sold for the reduced total

price (step 1322). Alternatively, instead of the total price
being reduced, a price of one or more 1tems (e.g. 1items of a
certain type or promotional items) may be reduced to provide
an incentive to purchase these 1items. In summary, accepting
the subsidy allows the 1items to be sold to the customer for a
lesser price, and the items may even be provided to the cus-
tomer without charge.

Referring to FIGS. 14A and 14B, a tlow chart 1400 illus-
trates another embodiment of a method for providing an offer
for a benefit to a customer that 1s to purchase 1tems from a first
merchant. The merchant server 110 receives a signal indicat-
ing that the customer 1s ready to “check out” his “shopping
cart” of items on the web site of the first merchant (step 1402).
As 1s understood by those skilled in the art, a shopping cart of
items on a web site defines a set of 1tems the customer desires
to purchase. Checking out the shopping cart indicates a desire
to proceed with purchasing the selected items.

Before the customer purchases the items, the merchant
server 110 provides the customer with an offer for a reduction
in the total price in exchange for signing up for a service with
a second merchant (step 1404). For example, the service may
be telephone service, Internet service, banking services,
credit card account services, 1nsurance service, securities
trading service, satellite television service, or cable television
service. Accordingly, the second merchant would be a pro-
vider of such services, and the customer would be requested
to participate 1n a transaction (e.g. initiate a service agreement
with) with the second merchant.

Subsequently, a response from the customer 1s recerved
(step 1406). I1 1t 1s determined that the offer 1s not accepted
(step 1408), then the transaction 1s processed conventionally
(step 1410). If however 1t 1s determined that the offer 1s
accepted (step 1408), then a current service provider of the
customer (1.e. a party that provides a specified service to the
customer) 1s determined (step 1412). The customer may be
asked to provide information of the current provider, or this
information may be determined from other sources. For
example, one or more databases may be accessed to deter-
mine the long distance telephone service provider of the
customer. Alternatively, the second merchant may allow
access to a database of 1ts existing customers.

I 1t 1s determined that the customer has a service provider
(step 1414), and it 1s determined that the second merchant
already provides the customer with the specified service (step
1416), then the transaction 1s processed conventionally (step
1410). If 1t 1s determined that the customer has a service
provider (step 1414), but 1t 1s determined that the second
merchant does not provide the customer with the specified
service (step 1416), then the customer must have a service
agreement with another service provider. Accordingly, the
existing service agreement 1s canceled (step 1418).
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I1 1t 1s determined that the customer does not have a service
provider of the specified service at all (step 1414), (or 1t the
merchant server 110 will cancel or has canceled the existing
service agreement) then a new service agreement 1s mitiated
with the second merchant (step 1420). Thus, the second mer-
chant has acquired a new customer, either by signing up the
customer for a new service or by switching providers of the
specified service that 1s provided to the customer. In
exchange, the total price of the shopping cart of items 1s
reduced by the amount of the subsidy (step 1422), and the
items are sold for this reduced total price (step 1424).

Referring to FI1G. 15, a flow chart 1500 illustrates another
embodiment of a method for providing an offer for a benefit
to a customer that 1s to purchase 1tems from a first merchant.
The merchant server 110 receives an indication that the cus-
tomer 1s ready to purchase items from the web site of a first
merchant (step 1502). The merchant server 110 may also
receive customer information (step 1504), as described
above. The customer information may comprise, for
example, a location of the customer or a current service pro-
vider of the customer.

A set ol subsidies for which the customer may be eligible 1s
determined (step 1506). In one embodiment, the set of sub-
sidies 1s determined based on customer information. For
example, upon reference to the customer information, one or
more oifer rules may be satisfied. The corresponding subsi-
dies would then be included 1n the set of subsidies. In another
embodiment, the offer rules may be satisfied without refer-
ence to customer information. For example, an offer rule may
be satisfied 11 the total price of the 1tems (or the price of any of
the 1tem) 1s greater than a predetermined threshold. In yet
another embodiment, one or more subsidizing merchants
may be contacted, customer mnformation may be transmitted
to the subsidizing merchants, and in response the subsidizing
merchants may transmit to the merchant server 110 a descrip-
tion of a subsidy to offer.

Offers for each of the subsidies may be provided to the
customer (step 1508) for the customer to select one (or more).
For example, each offer may be listed on a web page, and the
customer must click a hyperlink corresponding to his desired
offer. The customer selection 1s received (step 1510) and the
corresponding subsidy 1s applied to the customer’s purchase
(step 1512). Alternatively, the customer may be similarly
prompted to select a merchant from a plurality of merchants,
and the customer would subsequently be provided with an
offer for a subsidy from the selected merchant.

Referring to FIG. 16, a tlow chart 1600 illustrates another
embodiment of a method for providing an offer for a benefit.
In particular, the illustrated flow chart 1600 shows the
exchange of payment among the parties. The merchant server
110 recerves an indication that the customer is ready to pur-
chase 1tems having a total price (step 1602). In response, the
merchant server 110 provides an offer for a subsidy (step
1604). The subsidy defines a discount amount that 1s applied
to the customer’s purchase. The subsidy also defines a spread
amount that 1s retained by the first merchant.

Once the customer acceptance 1s received (step 1606), the
customer’s account (e.g. a credit card account) 1s charged by
the total amount less the discount amount (step 1608). Simi-
larly, an account o the second merchant 1s charged by the sum
of the discount amount and the spread amount. The second
merchant may be charged substantially immediately (e.g.
immediately after the customer accepts). In another embodi-
ment, the customer may be charged at predefined intervals
(e.g. once per month).

Although the present mvention has been described with
respect to apreferred embodiment thereof, those skilled 1n the
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art will note that various substitutions may be made to those
embodiments described herein without departing from the
spirit and scope of the present invention.

What 1s claimed 1s:

1. A method comprising:

transmitting, by a web server to a customer, an indication of

at least one item:

transmitting, by the web server to the customer, an indica-

tion of a first cost to the customer for the at least one
item;

receiving, by the web server, an indication that the cus-

tomer 1s ready to purchase the at least one item from a
first merchant;

determining, by the web server, i response to the recerved

indication and before the at least one 1tem 1s purchased
by the customer, a second cost to the customer for the at
least one 1item based on a reduction amount, the second
cost being less than the first cost;

transmitting, by the web server, 1n response to the received

indication and before the at least one item 1s purchased
by the customer, an offer of a second merchant to reduce
the first cost to the second cost 1n exchange for the
customer agreeing to sign up for a service with the
second merchant, the offer including an indication of the
second cost and the reduction amount:

receiving, by the web server, an indication that the cus-

tomer accepts the offer of the second merchant and
agrees to sign up for a service with the second merchant;
selling the at least one 1tem to the customer for the second
COst;
determining by the web server that the customer did not
sign up for a service with the second merchant as the
customer agreed to; and

in response to determining that the customer for the second

cost did not sign up for a service with the second mer-
chant as the customer agreed to, assessing by the web
server a penalty against the customer 1n exchange for the
reduces associated total cost.

2. The method of claim 1, 1n which transmitting the offer
comprises transmitting to the customer a web page including

a first selectable web page element associated with a first

option for the customer to pay the first cost for the at least
one 1tem, and

a second selectable web page element associated with a

second option for the customer to receive an offer to
reduce the first cost to the second cost.

3. The method of claim 1, 1n which the service comprises a
credit card service.

4. The method of claim 1, 1n which receiving the indication
that the customer 1s ready to purchase the at least one 1tem
from a first merchant comprises:

receiving an indication that the customer 1nitiated a check-

out process to consummate purchase of the at least one
item from the first merchant.

5. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

automatically selecting the offer from a database that

includes a plurality of offers.

6. The method of claim 1, further comprising;

receiving, by the web server, customer information from

the customer; and

verilying accuracy of the customer information.

7. An apparatus comprising:

a processor; and

a data storage device in communication with the processor,

the data storage device storing instructions configured to
direct the processor to perform a method, the method
comprising;
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transmitting to a customer an indication of at least one
item;

transmitting to the customer an indication of a first cost
to the customer for the at least one item;

receiving an indication that the customer i1s ready to
purchase the at least one 1tem from a first merchant;

determining, 1n response to the received indication and
before the at least one 1tem 1s purchased by the cus-
tomer, a second cost to the customer for the at least
one item based on a reduction amount, the second cost
being less than the first cost;

transmitting, in response to the recerved indication and
before the at least one item 1s purchased by the cus-
tomer, an offer of a second merchant to reduce the first
cost to the second cost 1n exchange for the customer
agreeing to sign up for a service with the second
merchant, the offer including an indication of the
second cost and the reduction amount;

receiving an indication that the customer accepts the
offer of the second merchant and agrees to participate
in an additional transaction sign up for a service with
the second merchant:

selling the at least one 1tem to the customer;

determining that the customer did not sign up for a
service with the second merchant as the customer
agreed to; and

in response to determining that the customer did not sign
up for a service with the second merchant as the
customer agreed to, assessing by the web server a
penalty against the customer.

8. The apparatus of claim 7, in which transmitting the offer
comprises transmitting to the customer a web page including

a {irst selectable web page element associated with a first

option for the customer to pay the first cost for the at least

one 1tem, and

a second selectable web page element associated with a

second option for the customer to receive an offer to

reduce the first cost to the second cost.

9. The apparatus of claim 7, in which the service comprises
a credit card service.

10. The apparatus of claim 7, in which receiving the indi-
cation that the customer 1s ready to purchase the at least one
item from a first merchant comprises:

recerving an indication that the customer 1nitiated a check-

out process to consummate purchase of the at least one

item from the first merchant.

11. The apparatus of claim 7, the mstructions being con-
figured to direct the processor to perform:

automatically selecting the offer from a database that

includes a plurality of offers.

12. The apparatus of claim 7, the mstructions being con-
figured to direct the processor to perform:

recewving, by the web server, customer information from

the customer; and

veritying accuracy of the customer information.

13. A method, comprising:

receving, by a merchant server, an indication of at least

one 1tem that a customer 1s to purchase from a merchant

via a web site, the at least one item having an associated
cost for the at least one 1tem,

in response to recerving the indication,

transmitting, by the merchant server, a web page includ-
ng
an 1indication of the at least one 1tem to be purchased,
an indication of the associated total cost for the at least

one item,
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a first selectable button associated with a first option
for the customer to pay the associated total cost for
the at least one 1tem, and

a second selectable button associated with a second
option for the customer to recerve an offer for a
benefit to reduce the associated total cost;

receiving, by the merchant server, a signal indicating selec-
tion by the customer of the second option;

in response to the received signal and before the at least one
item 1s purchased by the customer,
transmitting an offer for a benefit to reduce the associ-
ated total cost of the at least one 1tem 1n exchange for
applying for a service account with a service provider,
in which the service provider 1s not the merchant;
after receiving the signal and before the at least one 1tem 1s
purchased by the customer, recerving by the merchant
server from the customer, an indication of willingness to
apply for a service account with a service provider;
after recerving the signal, selling the at least one 1tem to the
customer;
determining, by the merchant server, that the customer did
not apply for a service account with the service provider;
and
in response to determining that the customer did not apply
for a service account with the service provider, assessing
a penalty against the customer.
14. The method of claim 13, in which receiving the indi-
cation of at least one 1tem that a customer 1s to purchase from
a merchant comprises:
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recerving an indication that the customer imitiated a check-
out process via the web site to consummate purchase of
the at least one 1tem from the merchant.

15. The method of claim 13, further comprising;:

automatically selecting, by the merchant server, the offer

from a database that includes a plurality of offers.

16. The method of claim 13, further comprising:

receving, by the merchant server, customer information

from the customer; and

verilying accuracy of the customer information.

17. The method of claim 13, in which assessing the penalty
against the customer comprises charging the customer the
associated total cost for the at least one 1tem without provid-
ing the benefit to the customer.

18. The method of claim 13, in which the service account
comprises a credit card account.

19. The method of claim 13, 1n which transmitting the offer
for the benefit comprises:

transmitting, by the merchant server via the web site, the

offer for the benefit.

20. The method of claim 1, in which assessing the penalty
against the customer comprises charging the customer the
first cost for the at least one 1tem without applying the reduc-
tion amount.

21. The apparatus of claim 7, in which assessing the pen-
alty against the customer comprises charging the customer
the first cost for the at least one item without applying the
reduction amount.
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